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(57) Abstract 

A multiprocessor system includes a distributed bus arbitration system in which bus arbitration takes place simultaneously on each of 
the multiple processoni connected to the bus. Each processor has a local aibitrator of common configuration with the other local arbitrators 
and a dedicated request line. Each local arbitrator is connected to each dedicated request line to monitor signals on lines indicative of 
requests for mastership of the bus by the processors. The multiprocessor system also includes a distributed DRAM reftcsh system in which 
each processor has a local DRAM refresh controller of common configuration with the other DRAM refresh controllers. Thus, as mastership 
of the bus passes from one processor to the other, the new bus master's local DRAM refresh controller can continue the DRAM refresh 
process without requiring information to be transferred from the okl bus master to the new bus master, and without duplicating DRAM 
refresh operations. 
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DRAM REFRESH MONITORING AND CYCLE ACCURATE DISTRIBUTED BUS 
ARBITRATION IN A MULTIPROCESSING ENVIRONMENT 

Background of the Invention 

Field of The Invention 

5 The present invention relates generally to a multi-processor computer system and, 

more particularly, to a method and apparatus for distributing housekeeping functions between 
multiple processors in a multi-processor computer system. 
Related Art 

A computer typically has one or more central processing units ^processors'") in 

1 0 addition to dedicated functional units, such as a memor}', a bus arbitration unit, a memory 
refresh controller, and one or more data and instruction caches, all of which will be referred 
to herein as '^components." A computer system having more than one processor will be 
called a multi-processor system. 

Communication between the processors and components takes place over a system 

1 5 bus that interconnects the components and processors. Communication over the bus takes 
place in a "transaction;" As is well known, instances may arise in which more than one 
processor is trying to issue a transaction on the bus at the same time. The process of 
determining which of the processors will control the bus and hence be allowed to issue a 
transaction on the bus in this situation is referred to as arbitration. The processor that wins 

20 the arbitration is referred to herein as the "bus master." 

Arbitration takes place in the bus arbitration unit. In a single processor system, the 
bus arbitration unit may be external to the processor or may be internal to the processor. A 
fiinctional unit such as a bus arbitration unit will be referred to as ''internal" when the 
functions perfomied by the functional unit are at least partially performed by the processor. 

25 Conversely, a functional unit will be referred to as "external" when the functions performed 
by the functional unit are not performed by the processor. As is well known in the art. an 
external functional unit typically includes dedicated circuitry configured to perform a specific 
set of functions. 

Figure 1 illustrates an exemplary muhi-processor computer system using an external 
30 bus arbitrator to perform bus arbitration. As shown in figure 1, the multi processor system 
has a host 10 and a plurality of processors 12a, 12b... 12n all connected to a system bus 14. 
An external arbitration unit 1 3 receives signals on bus request lines (R) and determines which 
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of the requesting processors should be granted bus mastership according to any known 
protocol. The processor (or host) that wins the arbitration is notified via a signal on an 
acknowledge line (A) connecting the arbitrator 13 and the processor or host. To become bus 
master, a processor assens a signal on its bus request line (R) and waits for the external bus 
5 arbitration unit 13 to grant it mastership of the bus via a signal on its associated acknowledge 
line (A). Arbitration using an external bus arbitrator thus requires both a request and an 
acknowledge line for each processor. 

In many computer systems, including the system illustrated in Figure 1 , different 
types of transactions are deemed to be more important than other types of transactions. For 

10 example, a computer system may give transactions involving direct memory access (DMA) 
priority over other types of transactions. To accommodate requests of varying priority, it is 
common in such systems to interconnect the processors 12a-12n the and bus arbitration unit 
13 with one or more priority request lines (P). When a processor desires to issue a priority 
transaction on the bus, the processor asserts a signal over its priority request line. The 

15 external arbitration unit 13 processes the request and assigns the bus preferentially to the 
processor asserting the signal over the priority request line. 

Arbitration using an external bus arbitration unit 13 may become space intensive since 
multiple dedicated lines must be provided to interconnect each processor 12a-12n and host 10 
with the external arbitration unit 13. Iii the illustrated example, one request line, one 

20 acknowledge line, and at least one priority request line are necessary to perform bus 

arbitration for each processor. When the number of processors connected to the bus is large, 
a significant amount of space is required to be used for arbitration. 

In addition to multiple processors, computers typically employ solid-state memory 
components such as dynamic random access memory (DRAM) components. The term 

25 DRAM will be used herein to refer to any type of dynamic random access memory, including 
DRAM (dynamic RAM), SDRAM (synchronous DRAM), DRDRAM (direct rambus 
DRAM), and other types of memory. 

Digital information held in DRAM is generally in the form of charge stored on a two 
dimensional array of capacitors. The charge stored on each capacitor may be sensed during a 

30 read operation or changed during a write operation. Additionally, charge is steadily lost over 
time due to leakage. The amount of leakage depends upon processing and operating 
conditions, as well as on environmental factors such as temperature and supply voltage. 
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Because of this leakage, the charge on individual capacitors in the capacitor array of the 
DRAM must be refreshed periodically. 

To perform a refresh operation, digital information is conventionally read from the 
' DRAM and immediately re-written into the DRAM. In this way, the charge on the indi\'idual 
5 capacitors may be enhanced without changing the content of the memory array. To ensure 
the integrity of the content of the memory array, the DRAM must be refreshed before the 
leakage causes the charge stored in the capacitors to drop below a predetermined level . Since 
DRAM is typically organized in rows and columns, refresh of the DRAM is performed 
typically row-by-row, although other refresh schemes are also possible. 

10 Control of the DRAM refresh procedure in a multiple processor environment is 

typically handled by an external DRAM refresh controller. The external DRAM refresh 
controller has a refresh counter indicating the row to be refreshed and a reset enabling the 
refresh counter to be reset, for example, to the first row. Although the functions perfomied 
by the DRAM refresh controller are important to operation of the computer, the DRAM 

1 5 refresh controller consumes valuable space that otherwise could be used for other 

components. Additionally, the DRAM refresh controller must be connected to the DRAM 
either through one or more dedicated lines or over the system bus. When the DRAM refresh 
controller uses the system bus to control DRAM refresh operations, system performance as a 
whole is degraded by reducing the amount of data that otherwise could be transferred. When 

20 the DRAM refresh controller is connected to the DRAM through one or more dedicated lines, 
valuable space is consumed that could otherwise be used for other purposes. 

Accordingly, what is needed is a method and apparatus that will facilitate 
performance of maintenance functions, such as bus arbitration and DRAM refresh operations, 
in a multi-processor environment while minimizing the amount of space and other system 

25 resources required to perform these ftmciions. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention is a method and apparatus that will facilitate performance of 
maintenance functions, such as bus arbitration and DRAM refresh operations, while 
30 minimizing the amount of space required to perform these ftmctions in a multi-processor 
environment. 

In one embodiment of this invention, each processor is provided with a local 
arbitration unit of common configuration with the olher local arbitration units to perform bus 
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arbitration simultaneously. Each local arbitration unit monitors requests to become bus 
master by itself and other processors, is synchronized with the other arbitrators, and is 
provided with similar logic. Accordingly, each local arbitration unit independently 
determines the identity of the subsequent bus master. By providing local arbitrators that each 
5 independently determine allocation of bus mastership, the multi-processor system is able to 
eliminate the need for acknowledge lines associated with arbitration. This greatly reduces the 
amount of area required for arbitration. 

Similarly, to perform DRAM refresh operations, each processor is provided with a 
local DRAM refresh controller having at least one pin connected to one or more dedicated 

10 DRAM refresh lines. In a preferred embodiment, each processor has one pin connected to a 
single DRAM refresh line. Each local DRAM refresh controller, when responsible for 
performing DRAM refresh operations, issues DRAM refresh signals to the DRAM over the 
DRAM refresh line. Wlien not responsible for performing DRAM refresh operations, each 
local DRAM refresh controller monitors the DRAM refresh line, senses DRAM refresh 

15 signals issued by other DRAM refresh controllers, and uses the sensed signals to update its 
DRAM refresh row counter. A reset line may also be provided to reset the counter. 
Alternatively, reset of the controller may be performed via the single DRAM refresh line. 
Providing each processor with a local DRAM refresh controller eliminates the need for an 
external DRAM refresh controller thus saving space and removing the DRAM refresh 

20 controller as a contending component for mastership of the bus. Also, by ensuring that each 
DRAM refresh controller has current information relating to DRAM refresh operations, 
duplication of refresh operations is minimized during hand-offs between processors. Thus, 
the newly responsible DRAM refresh controller is able to continue the DRAM refresh 
operation where the last processor's DRAM refresh controller stopped. 

25 Brief Description Of The Drawings 

This invention is pointed out with particularity in the appended claims. The above 
and further advantages of this invention may be better understood by referring to the 
following description when taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, in which: 
30 Figure 1 is a functional block diagram of a conventional multi processor system; 

Figure 2 is a functional block diagram of a multi processor system according to one 
embodiment of this invention; 
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Figure 3 is a functional block diagram of a bus arbitration system for use in the multi- 
processor system of figure 2: 

Figure 4 is a ftinctional block diagram of a processor for use in the bus arbitration 
■ system of figure 3; and 

5 Figures 5-8 are timing diagrams illustrating aspects of the bus arbitration protocol 

according to one embodiment of this invention. 

Detailed Description 

In one embodiment, the multi processor system of this invention includes a distributed 

10 bus arbitration system in v^hich bus arbitration takes place simultaneously on each of the 
multiple processors connected to the bus. Each processor has a local arbitrator of common 
configuration with the other local arbitrators and a dedicated request line. Each local 
arbitrator is connected to each dedicated request line to monitor signals on lines indicative of 
requests for mastership of the bus by the processors. Since each local arbitrator is of 

15 common configuration with the other local arbitrators, is operating synchronously with the 
other arbitrators, and is provided with a similar set of inputs, each arbitrator will arrive at the 
same conclusion as to which processor is to become bus master. Accordingly, an external 
bus arbitrator is not required and acknowledge lines are not required to communicate signals 
indicative of the result of the bus arbitration to the processors. Additionally, the number of 

20 priority request lines can be dramatically reduced by requiring a requesting processor to de- 
assert a bus request upon detecting a priority request by another processor. 

In another embodiment, the niuhi processor system includes a distributed DRAM 
refresh system in which each processor has a functionally equivalent local DRAM refresh 
controller. Signals on a refresh line are monitored by each of the local DRAM refresh 

25 controllers to enable synchronous updating of local DRAM refresh counters and resets of the 
local DRAM refresh counters. Thus, as mastership of the bus passes from one processor to 
the other, the new bus master's local DRAM refresh controller can continue the DRAM 
refresh process without requiring information to be transferred from the old bus master to the 
new bus master, and without duplicating DRAM refresh operations. 

30 In the multi processing system of figure 2, a host 10 and a plurality of processors 12a- 

12n are connected by a system bus 14. A DRAM 16 is connected to the system bus 14 and a 
bridge 1 8 connects the system bus to an external bus 20, such as a peripheral component 
interconnect (PCI) bus. Components such as a processor 22 and a memory 24 may be 
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connected to the PCI bus 20, as may numerous other components. Each processor 12a-12n 
includes a local arbitration unit 26. 26a-26n interconnected by request lines and priority 
access lines. The host 10 is provided with a host arbitration unit that may be of common 
configuration with the local arbitration units 26a-26n or may be differently configured, as 
5 described in more detail below. The interconnection between the system bus 14, host 10 and 
processors 12, as well as the arbitration lines are illustrated in more detail in figure 3. 

As shown in figure 3, a distributed arbitration system includes a host 10 and 
processors 12a-12n connected to the system bus 14. The system bus 14 may be any known 
bus over which transactions may take place. Local arbitrators 26a-26n are contained in each 

10 processor 12a-12n. A host arbhrator 25 is similarly contained in the host 10. Although 
arbitrators 25, 26a-26n may be external to the host 10 and processors 12a-12n, it is currently 
envisioned that the arbitrators 25, 26a-26n will be internal to the host 1 0 and processors 1 2a- 
12n respectively. The local arbitrators 25, 26a-26n may be formed of common configuration. 
Alternatively, the host arbitrator 25 may be configured differently than the local arbitrator 

15 26a-26n. Forming the local arbitrators 26a-26n arid optionally the host arbitrator 25 of 
common configuration enables the arbitrators to each arrive at the same result given a 
particular set of inputs. 

In the following discussion, it is assumed that the host 10 has a host arbitration unit 25 
that his not of common configuration with the local arbitration units 26a-26n. If however, it 

20 was desired to do so, the host 1 0 could be provided with a commonly configured local 
arbitration unit. In this situation, arbitration with the host 1 0 could take place in a manner 
similar to the remaining processors. Figure 9 illustrates this alternative embodiment. When 
one of the processors needs to issue a transaction on the system bus 14, the processor will 
assert a signal to become bus master on its associated bus request line. Since every local 

25 arbitrator 26a-26n is connected to the processor's bus request line, ever>' local arbitrator 26a- 
26n will receive the signal on processor's bus request line and use that input in any upcoming 
arbitration. Since all local arbitrators 26a-26n in a cluster of processors 12a-12n operate 
synchronously (in lock-step on a cycle by cycle basis), every processor 12a-12n keeps track 
and follows the arbitration sequence of the system bus 14. If therefore, the result of a 

30 subsequent arbitration is that the requesting processor is to become bus master, mastership 
will be granted to the requesting processor without requiring the arbitration result to be 
communicated to the requesting processor. In this instance, all other processors will 
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recognize the requesting processor's right to master the system bus 14 and refrain from 
issuing transactions on the system bus 14. Likewise, if the result of the arbitration is that the 
requesting processor is not to become bus master, its associated local arbitrator will prevent 
the requesting processor from attempting to issue a transaction on the system bus 14. 
5 One unique aspect of using local arbitrators 26a-26n instead of a remote arbitrator 13 

is that there is no need to communicate the result of the arbitration to the processors 12a-12n. 
Instead, each processor 12a-12n is provided with the arbitration result directly from its local 
arbitrator 26a-26n. Accordingly, acknowledge lines are not required. This substantialh* 
reduces the amount of space required to perform arbitration. 

10 As shown in figures 3 and 4, bus arbitration is accomplished using signals on lines 

BR0-BR7, HBR and HBG. The signals may be digital, analog, optical or any other t\'pe of 
signal useable to communicate information between host 10 and processors 12a-12n. Signals 
on lines BR0-BR7 are used to arbitrate between processors 12a-12n, and signals on lineis 
HBR and HBG are used to pass control of the system bus 14 to and from the host 10. In this 

15 context, a signal on line BRO is used by processor 0 to request mastership of the bus 14. a 
signal on BRl is used by processor 1 to request mastership of the bus 14, etc. A signal on 
line HBR is used by the host 1 0 to request mastership of the bus 1 4 and a signal on line HBG 
is used to pass mastership of the bus 14 to the host 10. Dedicated pins on the host 10 and 
processors 12a-12n enable continuous access to and monitoring of signals on the lines used 

20 for arbitration. 

Since the local arbitrators 26a-26n must have a dedicated input pin to monitor signals 
on the request line of the host 10 and each processor 12a-12n taking place in the arbitration, 
the number of processors 12a-12n that may arbitrate for mastership of the system bus 1 4 is 
limited by the hardware used to implement the local arbhrators 26, 26a-26n. Accordingly. 
25 for example in the illustrated embodiment, each arbitrator 26. 26a-26n has 1 0 input pins 
connected to lines HBR, HBG and BR0-BR7. Thus, in this embodiment, up to 8 processors 
12a-12n can arbitrate for mastership of the system bus 14 simultaneously. If fewer than the 
maximum number of processors are connected to the system bus 14, the unused pins are de- 
asserted to prevent the local arbitrators from attempting to grant bus mastership to a non- 
30 participating processor. Although the illustrated embodiment shows eight processors 
connected to the system bus 14, this number may be varied by altering the number of bus 
request lines and pins or by de-asserting several of the bus request lines. Accordingly, the 
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concepts disclosed herein are not limited to a system using eight processors, and apply 
equally to a system using at least two processors. 

Each processor 12a-12n is provided with an identification number. In an exemplary 
embodiment, the identification number is assigned to the processor 12a-12n using one or 
5 more identification pins 28a-28n. Any other method of identifying the processors may be 
used as well. 

Wlien one of the processors 12x desires to become master of the bus, it asserts signal 
on its own bus request line, monitoring at the same time the other bus request lines for 
signals. If no signal from a processor with a higher priority is asserted on another bus request 

10 line, mastership of the bus is passed to the new requester after the current bus master 

completes its transactions. The new bus master retains bus mastership by asserting the signal 
on its bus request line continuously as long as it is the master. The processor that is bus 
master retains mastership of the bus until (1) it has no more pending transactions; (2) a 
counter 30 expires and mastership is passed to another requesting processor to prevent 

15 starvation of the bus; or (3) its mastership is interrupted to enable higher priority transactions 
to take place. Transfer of mastership occurs by the current bus master de-asserting its bus 
request line. 

When the current master relinquishes the system bus 14, it de-asserts the signal on its 
associated bus request line, and is assigned the lowest priority. In the present embodiment, 
20 an idle cycle is inserted when mastership is passed from the current master to the new master. 
Pipelining mastership of the bus may be possible using know techniques to eliminate this idle 
cycle, although in the presently preferred exemplary embodiment there is no pipelining 
between masters. 

A rotating bus priority scheme is implemented to ensure bus fairness between 
25 processors 12a-12n. If two or more processors simultaneously assert bus request signals on 
their associated bus request lines the processor with the highest priority is granted mastership 
of the bus. Priority between processors may be determined in any other known manner. 

When a requesting processor is not granted mastership of the bus. the requesting 
processor continuously asserts its bus request signal on its associated bus request line until it 
30 is granted mastership of the bus, it is required to de-assert the signal to accommodate a higher 
priority request or it no longer requires mastership of the system bus 14. 
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It may be desirable to limit the time that a single processor retains mastership of the 
bus to prevent bus starvation of other processors in the system. To provide this limit, the 
counter 30 (see figure 4) is provided in each local arbitrator 26a-26n. The counter 30 defines 
the maximum amount of time that the processor may master the bus 14 when other 
5 processors are also requesting mastership of the bus. The counter 30 is initiated to a 
predefined value when the processor attains mastership of the system bus 14 and starts 
counting up or down. Counting is paused if mastership of the bus is temporarily transferred 
to the host or another processor with a higher priority transaction. If the counter 30 reaches a 
second predefined value, and another processor is requesting mastership of the bus 14. the 

10 processor completes its transaction and relinquishes mastership of the system bus 14 for at 
least one cycle. If no other request for mastership of tlie system bus 14 has been asserted 
when tlie counter 30 reaches the second predefined value, the counter 30 is reset and starts to 
count up or down once again while the processor 12 continues to retain mastership of the bus. 
In one preferred embodiment, one of the first and second predefined values is zero, thus 

15 resulting in a system with only a single predefined value. 

As alluded to above, several types of transactions are deemed to be more important 
than other types of transactions. To accommodate these transactions, a processors or the host 
10 with a priority transaction can temporarily interrupt the current bus master and obtain 
temporar}' mastership of the system bus 14. In the illustrated embodiment a processor with 

20 core priority access (CPA) transaction or a DMA priority access (DPA) transaction is allowed 
to interrupt the current bus master and obtain temporary mastership of the bus. To facilitate 
these higher priority transactions, a CPA line and a DPA line are provided over which 
processors 12a-12n may assert priority request signals to obtain mastership of the bus. 
Likewise, the host 1 0 can bbtain temporary mastership of the bus by asserting a signal on a 

25 host bus request line HBR. Use of the CPA, DPA and HBR lines is discussed in greater 
detail below. 

A processor 12x will assert a signal on the CPA priority request line when it has a 
core transaction that needs to accesses external memory. This allows a processor to interrupt 
background transfers of a DMA channel belonging to the bus master and gain control of the 
30 system bus 14. The current bus master in this situation terminates its transaction and passes 
mastership of the bus to the requesting processor by de-asserting the signal on its associated 
bus request line. When a signal is asserted on the CPA priority request line, only processors 
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with core transactions can request the bus 14. The other requesting processors de-assert their 
bus request lines when they sense that a signal on the CPA priority request line has been 
asserted. When more than one processor requests the system bus 14 by asserting a signal on 
its bus request line along with a signal on the CPA priority request line, the processor with 
5 the highest priority gains bus mastership. Allocation of bus mastership between processors of 
equal priority is discussed above, and may be implemented using any known protocol. 

Requiring those processors not asserting a signal on the CPA priority request line to 
de-assert signals on their respective bus request lines enables priority requests to be processed 
simultaneously by the local arbitrators 26a-26n using a single line. Specifically, since the 

10 protocol requires all processors not asserting a signal on the CPA priority request line to de- 
assert signals indicative of requests for mastership of the bus once a signal on the CPA 
priority request line is sensed, any bus request line that is asserted when a signal on the CPA 
priority request line is asserted necessarily must have a high priority transaction. 
Accordingly, arbitration between multiple processors with simuhaneous priority transactions 

15 can take place using only a single priority line. An example may be illustrative of this 
process. 

With reference to figure 3, suppose that the following signals were asserted 

simultaneously: 

Procesisor 1 — BRl , CPA 
20 Processor2 — BR2,CPA 

Processor 3 — BR3 
Processor 4 — BR4. 

Upon determination by processors 3 and 4 that a signal on the CPA priority request line had 
25 been asserted, processors 3 and 4 de-assert signals on their bus request lines BR3 and BR4 
respectively. At this point in time, only signals on the bus request lines associated with 
processor 1 and 2, (BRL BR2) and a signal on the CPA priority request line are asserted. 
Accordingly, the arbitrators 26a-26n realize that two processors have simultaneously asserted 
signals on the CPA priority request line, and thus that two high priority requests have been 
30 made. Accordingly, the arbitrators 26a-26n can allocate priority of bus mastership between 
processors 1 and 2 according to an ordinary priority scheme. In this manner, interpreting 
combinations of asserted lines enables priority access to the system bus 1 4 to be handled 
using a single priority request line without requiring a dedicated priority request line for each 
processor 12. 
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Multiple levels of priority can be implemented in a similar fashion using additional 
priority access lines. For example, in the embodiment illustrated in figure 3, a second level 
of priority is provided using a DPA priority request line. A signal on the DPA priority 
request line is asserted by a processor when the processor needs to perform a high priority 
5 DMA transaction involving external memory. Since these transactions are deemed to be of 
lower priority than CPA transactions, a processor 12a-i2n will only assert a signal on the 
DPA priority request line when a signal on the CPA priority request line is not asserted. 
Assertion of a signal on the DPA priority request line allows a high priority DMA channel 
belonging to a slave processor 12 to interrupt background transfers of a regular priorit}- DMA 

10 channel belonging to a master processor and gain temporary mastership of the bus 14. 

When a signal on the DPA priority request line is asserted, the current master 
terminates its transaction and passes bus mastership to the requesting processor by de- 
asserting the signal on its bus request line. Likewise, any other requesting processors that do 
not have a transaction for which assertion of a signal on the DPA priority request line or CPA 

15 priority request line would be appropriate, de-assert signals on their bus request lines w-hen 
they sense that a signal on tlie DPA priority request line is asserted. Stated differently, when 
a signal on the DPA priority request line is asserted, only processors 12a-12n with core 
transactions or transactions involving high priority DMA transfers can request the bus. 
When more than one processor requests the system bus 14 by asserting a signal on its 

20 respective bus request line along with a signal on the DPA priority request line, the processor 
with the highest priority gains bus mastership. By requiring processors 12a-12n to de-assert 
signals on their respective bus request lines when a signal on the DPA priority request line is 
asserted (and they are not asserting a signal on the DPA priority request line) a single line 
may be used to provide DM A priority access to all processors 12a-I2n. Using a combination 

25 of signals on the bus request lines and priority request lines enables the bus arbitration units 
to accommodate multiple priority levels using a minimum number of lines. 

In this arbitration process, requesting processors asserting a signal on the CPA 
priority request line have higher priority over requesting processors asserting signals on the 
DPA priority request line. Thus, requesting processors asserting a signal on the DPA priority 

30 request line will de-assert signals on their respective bus request lines (and the DPA priority 
request line) upon sensing that a signal on the CPA priority request line has been asserted by 
another processor. 
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Other priority schemes may be used as well, involving more or fewer priority request 
lines. For example, three, four or more priority i^equest lines could be used to provide for 
three, four or more levels of priority. Also, simultaneous assertion of signals on two or more 
priority request lines (such as simultaneous assertion of signals on the CPA prioritj' request 
5 line and DPA priority request line) by the same processor may be used to provide additional 
levels of priority. Accordingly, combinations of request signals and priority signals enable 
multiple levels of priority to be accommodated using a minimum number of priority request 
lines. 

The host 10 can be the bus master. When the host IG would like to become bus 

10 master, it causes its host arbitration unit 25 to assert a signal on a host bus request line 
(HBR). The current bus master, upon determining that a signal has been asserted on line 
HBR, completes its current transaction and relinquishes the system bus 14 by asserting a 
signal on a host bus grant line (HBG). The host 10, maintains the signal on line HBR 
asserted as long as it requires the bus. The master which last relinquished the system bus 14 

15 maintains a signal on its respective bus request line asserted so that when the host 10 de- 
asserts the signal on line HBR, it retains mastership of the bus. 

Occasionally, the bus master may engage in transactions that cannot safely be 
interrupted. Accordingly, it may become important for the bus master to lock the system bus 
14 to prevent mastership of the bus from being temporarily reassigned. Accordingly, the 

20 arbitration system provides the ability for a processor 12 to lock the bus. Specifically, to lock 
the bus, the bus master asserts and maintains a signal on its bus request line, obtains 
mastership of the bus, and then asserts a signal on a line dedicated to locking the bus. referred 
to herein as the lock line. When a signal on the lock line is asserted, assertion of a signal on 
the CPA or DPA priority request lines or the host bus request lines will not affect mastership 

25 of the bus. Similarly, expiration of the counter 30 will not cause mastership of the system 
bus 14 to be relinquished. The only situation where mastership of the system bus 14 is 
affected after the system bus 14 has been locked is when a signals on both the host bus 
request line and the backoff line are asserted simultaneously. After the bus master has 
completed its transaction requiring the system bus 14 to be locked, the signal on the lock line 

30 is de-asserted and ordinary arbitration resumes. 

Each processor is also provided with a back-off pin connected to a line used to back 
the current processor off the bus, referred to herein as the backoff line. Unless a signal on the 
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lock line has been asserted, the processor that is the current bus master will immediately cede 
mastership of the bus 14 upon assertion of a signal on the backoff line. This process is 
described below. 

Referring now to figure 2, a situation may occur where a local processor would like to 
5 issue a transaction to read from the memor>' attached to the PCI bus 20. The local processor 
will arbitrate for and obtain mastership of the system bus 14 and issue the transaction to the 
PCI bus 20 over the bridge 1 8. At the same time, however, the processor 22 on the PCI bus 
20 may be attempting to read from a memory connected to the system bus 1 4 or from the 
local processor's memory. In this situation, both the local processor and the external 

10 processor 22 connected to the PCI bus 20 are attempting to gain access to the system bus 14 
simultaneously. Also, since the local and external processors are not associated with each 
other, there is no arbitration protocol that will determine mastership between the local 
processor and the external processor 22. This situation is known as deadlock. 

To resolve deadlock, each processor is provided with a backoff pin connected to tlie 

1 5 backoff line. The bridge 1 8, sensing that deadlock has occurred, will assert a signal on the 
backoff line. Assertion of a signal on the backoff line terminates mastership of the system 
bus 14 to all processors 12 and the host 1 0 pending completion of the transaction by the 
remote processor 22. Upon completion of the transaction by the remote processor 22, the 
bridge 18 will de-assert the signal on the backoff line, and the local processor 12 that 

20 originally had mastership of the system bus 14 will be allowed to complete its transaction. In 
this case, the local processor with mastership of the system bus 14 would be allowed once 
again to attempt to access the memory connected to the PCI bus 20. 

One embodiment of an arbitration protocol will now be described in more detail witli 
reference to the signal diagrams illustrated in figures 5-8. Any arbitration protocol capable of 

25 allocating mastership of the system bus 14 between the host 10 and processors 12a-12n could 
be used instead of or in addition to the illustrated protocol. The exemplary protocol 
illustrates one way of passing mastership of the bus between the multiple processors and host 
equitably, while enabling higher priority tasks to be granted preferential access to the bus. In 
the described protocol, mastership of the bus is granted to a requesting device in the 

30 following order of priority: 

( 1 ) Host 1 0 (a signal on HBR asserted) 

(2) Processor 12 (a signal on BR along with a signal on CPA asserted) 

(3) Processor 1 2 (a signal on BR along with a signal on DPA asserted) 
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(4) Processor 12 (a signal on BR asserted). 

Even if the processor has mastership of the bus, however, there are several instances where 

the processor will be required to yield mastership temporarily to another requesting processor 

or host 10. These conditions include: 

5 (1) A signal on the backoff line is asserted and signals on the host bus grant and lock 

lines are not asserted (external processor obtains temporary mastership of bus 14). 
(2) The current master does not request the system bus 14 and another processor or 
the host 10 asserts its bus request line or host bus request line (new processor or 
host 1 0 obtains mastership of bus 14). 
10 (3) Tlie current master requests the system bus 14 by asserting a signal on its bus 

request line and optionally a signal on the DPA priority request line but not the 
CPA priority request line, and another processor asserts a signal on its bus request 
line and the CPA priority request line (new processor becomes temporary bus 
master). 

15 (4) The current master requests the system bus 14 by asserting a signal on its bus 

request line but not on the CPA or DPA priority request lines, and another 
processor asserts a signal on its bus request line and the DPA priority request line 
(new processor becomes temporary bus master). 

(5) The current master request the system bus 14 by asserting a signal on its bus 

20 request line and optionally a signal on the CPA or DPA priority request line, and 

the host 10 asserts a signal on the host bus request line (host 10 becomes 
temporary bus master upon completion of the current transaction and assertion of 
a signal on the host bus grant line by the current master). 

(6) The current master request the system bus 14 by asserting a signal on its bus 

25 request line and optionally a signal on the CPA or DPA priority request line, but 

the value of the counter 30 expires and another processor asserts a signal on its 
bus request line (new processor becomes bus master). 

Signal diagrams of signals on arbitration lines are illustrated in figures 5-8. In these 
30 figures, arbitration takes place as discussed above in multiple commonly configured local 
arbitration units 26a-26n simultaneously. All arbitration units are operating synchronously. 
A clock signal, MCLK, is provided to time operations of the arbitration units and the system 
bus. To facilitate understanding of the arbitration process, only signals on bus request lines 
associated with three processors (BRO, BRl and BR2) are illustrated. In the signal diagrams 
35 of figures 5-8, a signal is asserted when the signal is low. The converse convention could be 
adapted as well. 

Figure 5 illustrates the arbitration protocol between multiple requesting processors in 
the absence of any priority requests. In figure 5. during clock cycle I , processor 0 is the bus 
master, a signal on bus request line BRO is asserted and signals on bus request lines BRl , and 
40 BR2 are not asserted. Signals on priority request line CPA, DPA and the host bus request 
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line HBR are also not assencd in this scenario, and will reriiain not asserted during the entire 
arbitration illustrated in figure 5. Assertion of signals on line CPA. DP A, HBR and HBG 
will be discussed more fully below in connection with figures 6-8. 

During clock cycle 2, a signal on line BRl is asserted, and during clock cycle 3. a 
5 signal on line BR2 is asserted. Since assertion of a signal on lines BRl or BR2 cannot 
disrupt the current bus master's right to continue as bus master, assertion of signals on lines 
BRl and BR2 have no immediate effect on mastership of the bus. Accordingly, processor 0 
remains bus master until it completes its transactions and de-asserts the signal on its bus 
request line BRO at cycle 5. Cycle 5 is a turn over cycle during which no processor is master 
10 of the system bus 14 and no data is transferred over the bus. At cycle 6, processor 1 becomes 
bus master due to its priority over processor 2. Note that the order in which the processors 
request the system bus 14 is not detemiinative of which processor will become the next bus 
master, instead, as discussed above, to assure equitable access to the system bus 14 by all 
processors, a rotating priority scheme is used. Although a rotating priority scheme is used in 
15 tliis embodiment, other priority schemes could be used as well. Thus, processor 1 would 
become bus master even if the order in which processors 1 and 2 requested the system bus 14 
was reversed. 

After becoming bus master, processor 1 remains bus master until it has completed its 
transaction at cycle 10. While processor 1 is bus master, processor 0 asserts a signal on line 

20 BRO at cycle 9. After the turn over cycle (cycle 1 1 ), mastership of the system bus 14 
transfers to processor 2. Transfer of mastership to processor 2 occurs because processor 2 
has priority over processor 0 (processor 0 has tlie lowest priority due to the fact that it was the 
last processor to relinquish mastership of the bus 14). Upon completion of its transaction at 
cycle 16, processor 2 cedes' mastership of the system bus 14 to processor 0, which assumes 

25 mastership of the system bus 14 during cycle 17. 

Mastership of the bus may be interrupted either when the host 10 (having the highest 
priority in the system) requests the system bus 14 by asserting a signal on the host bus request 
line HBR or when one of the other processors requests the system bus 14 and asserts a signal 
on one of the priority request lines CPA or DPA. Arbitration in the presence of a signal on a 

30 priority request line will now be discussed with reference to figures 6-8. 

Figure 6 is a signal diagram illustrating the arbitration protocol when a signal on the 
CPA priority request line is asserted. As shown in figure 6, processor 0 is initially the bus 
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master. During cycle 1, processor 1 asserts a signal on line BRl. As noted above, however, 
this does not affect bus mastership. Thus, during cycle 2, processor 0 retains bus mastership. 

During cycle 3, processor 2 asserts signals on lines BR2 and CPA. Since assertion of 
a signal on line CPA does affect temporary bus mastership, assertion of signals on lines DR2 
5 and CPA causes processor 1 and processor 0 to take action. Specifically, processor 1. during 
the next clock cycle (cycle 4) de-asserts the signal on line BRl . Likewise, during cycle 5, 
processor 0 de-asserts the signal on line BRO to cede temporary mastership of the system bus 
14 to processor 2. After processor 2 has completed its priority transactions at cycle 10, it 
cedes control of the system bus 14 (cycle 1 1 ) by de-asserting the signal on its bust request 

10 line and the signal on line CPA. During cycle 12, both processor 1 and processor 0 assert 
signals on their respective bus request line. However, since processor 0 had mastership of the 
system bus 14 before the assertion of signals on lines CPA and BR2 by processor 2, 
processor 0 has priority over processor 1 . Accordingly, processor 0 regains mastership of the 
system bus 14 and is able to complete its transactions. Upon completion of its transactions, 

15 processor 0 relinquishes mastership of the system bus 14 at cycle 17 and processor 1 becomes 
bus master in cycle 1 8. 

Figure 7 is a signal diagram of an arbitration involving multiple processors, one of 
which asserts a signal on the DPA priority request line. As shown in figure 6, processor 0 
initially has mastership of the bus. During cycle 1, processor 1 asserts a signal on line BRl 

20 without asserting a signal on line CPA or line DPA. As discussed above with respect to 
figure 5, this does not affect mastership of the bus. Accordingly, processor 0 continues to be 
master of the bus. 

During cycle 3, processor 2 asserts signals on both line BR2 and the DPA priority 
request line. Since this does affect mastership of the bus, during cycle 4, processor 1 de- 

25 asserts the signal on line BRl and processor 0 de-asserts the signal on line BRO. 
Accordingly, after an idle turn-over cycle (cycle 5), processor 2 becomes bus master. 

Upon completion of its transaction, processor 2 de-asserts the signals on lines BR2 
and DPA, thus relinquishing mastership of the bus. This causes processor 1 to reassert a 
signal on line BRl during cycle 1 1 and causes processor 0 to reassert a signal on line BRO 

30 during cycle 12. Since processor 0 was the master prior to assertion of the signal on line 
DPA, processor 0 has priority over processor 1 even though processor 1 reasserted a signal on 
its bus request line one cycle earlier than processor 0 rea.sserted a signal on its bus request 
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line. Thus, at cycle 13, processor 0 regains mastership of the bus. Upon completion of its 
transaction, processor 0 de-asserts the signal on line BRO at cycle 17, thus relinquishing the 
system bus 14 to the processor with the then highest priorit)'. As shown in figure 6, in this 
instance, ihe processor with the next highest priority is processor 1. Processor 1 will retain 
5 mastership of the system bus 14 by asserting a signal on line BRl during its transaction. 

In the arbitration process, a processor asserting a signal on the CPA priority request 
line has a higher priority over a processor asserting a signal on the DPA priority request line. 
Thus, a processor asserting a signal on line DPA will de-assert the signal on line DPA and its 
associated bus request line upon sensing that another processor has asserted a signal on line 
10 CPA. Since this is straightforward, no further explanation will be provided. 

Figure 8 is a signal diagram of an arbitration involving the simultaneous assertion of 
two signals on line CPA and assertion by the host 10 of a signal on line HBR. In figure 8, 
during cycle 1, processor 0 is the master and a signal on line BRO is asserted. During cycle 2, 
processors 1 and 2 both assert signals on their respective bus request lines, BRl and BR2, 
15 while also simultaneously asserting signals on line CPA. During cycle 3, the host 10 asserts a 
signal on line HBR. 

In response, processor 0 completes its transaction. As shown in this figure, 
completion of processor O's transaction may take a cycle or more. Accordingly, in cycle 5, 
after completion of processor O's transaction, processor 0 de-asserts the signal on line BRO 
20 and simultaneously asserts a signal on line HBG. 

Assertion of a signal on line HBG passes mastership of the system bus 14 to the host 
10. The host retains mastership of the system bus 14 for as long as necessarj' by asserting 
and maintaining a signal on line HBR. Upon completion of its transaction, the host 1 0 de- 
asserts the signal on line I^BR at cycle 1 0 to cede mastership of the bus and to return 
25 mastership of the bus to processor 0. However, since processors 1 and 2 have both asserted 
signals on lines BRl and BR2 and signals on line CPA, mastership does not return to 
processor 0 as would otherwise be the case. Instead, since assertion of a signal on line CPA 
by one or more processors takes priority over a non-priority transaction, mastership passes to 
one of the processors asserting a signal on line CPA. In this instance, since the signals on 
30 line CPA have been asserted by both processor 1 and processor 2, the processor with higher 
priority is granted mastership of the bus. In the illustrated example, processor 1 is given 
priority over processor 2 and mastership passes to processor 1 at cycle 12. Upon completion 
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of its transaction, processor 1 relinquishes mastership of the system bus 14 by de-assertion of 
the signal on its bus request line BRl and de-assertion of the signal on line CPA (by 
processor 1) to pass mastership of the system bus 14 to processor 2 at cycle 16. 

Note, in this instance, assertion of a signal on line HBR enabled processor 0 to 
5 complete its transaction even though a signal on CPA had been asserted by another processor. 
If this were not the case and processor 0 had not been allowed to complete its transaction 
prior to relinquishing bus mastership to the host 10, upon completion of the transaction of 
processor 2, mastership of the system bus 14 would return to processor 0 — i.e., processor 0 
would have priority over other processors subsequently asserting signals on their respective 

1 0 bus request line without simultaneously asserting a signal on line CPA or DPA. 

In addition to a local arbitrator, each processor is also provided with a local DRAM 
refresh controller 32. As discussed above, DRAM must be refreshed periodically and 
typically is refreshed by row. As such, a DRAM refresh controller 32 typically has a row 
counter 34 indicating the row of DRAM last refreshed and a reset for resetting the row 

1 5 counter 34 when the last row of DRAM is refreshed. 

Handing off the DRAM refresh between multiple processors 12 is facilitated by 
providing each processor with an local DRAM refresh controller 32. Additionally, as shown 
in figure 9, the host 10 may be provided with a DRAM refresh controller 32. Providing the 
host with a DRAM refresh controller 32 is only necessary when the host can itself access the 

20 DRAM. Each local DRAM refresh controller 32 is provided with a refresh input pin to 
receive signals on a refresh line. Signals related to the refresh process are asserted over tlie 
line so that all local DRAM refresh controllers 32 have the same input. These signals can be. 
used to increase the DRAM refresh counter 34 or to reset the counter 34. Optionally, the 
DRAM refresh counter 34 can be configured to automatically revert to the first predefined 

25 value upon reaching the second predefined value. Because all local DRAM refresh 

controllers 32 are of common configuration, are synchronized and are provided with similar 
inputs, all local DRAM refresh controllers 32 are current as to the state of the DRAM refresh 
process. Accordingly, when mastership of the system bus 14 is transferred from one 
processor 12 to another processor 12, the local DRAM refresh controller 32 is able to 

30 continue the DRAM refresh process where the prior bus master slopped without excessive 
duplication. 



wo 00/43895 PCT/USOO/00951 

- 19- 

When mastership of the bus passes to the host 10, the refresh controller makes the 
DRAM enter a self-refresh state before the bus is granted to the host. In this situation, the 
host does not need to conduct any refresh operation, and indeed is not provided with a 
DRAM refresh controller (Figure 3). Optionally, if it was desired to allow the host 10 to 
5 access the DRAM directly, the host 10 may be provided with a DRAM refresh controller of 
common configuration with tlie other DRAM refresh controllers contained in the processors 
26a-26n as shown in figure 9. 

It should be understood that various changes and modifications of tlie embodiments 
shown in the drawings and described in the specification may be made within the spirit and 
10 scope of the present invention. Accordingly, it is intended that all mailer contained in the 
above description and shown in the accompanying drawings be interpreted in an illustrative 
and not in a limiting sense. The invention is limited only as defined in the following claims 
and the equivalents thereto. 

What is claimed is: 
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CLAIMS 

1 . An apparatus, comprising: 
a bus; 

5 a first processor connected to the bus; 

a second processor connected to the bus; 

a first local arbitrator associated with the first processor and configured to arbitrate 
mastership of the bus between the first and second processors; and 

a second local arbitrator associated with the second processor arid configured to 
10 arbitrate mastership of the bus between the first and second processors. 

2. The apparatus of claim 1 , wherein said second local arbitrator is of common 
configuration to the firSt local arbitrator. 

15 3. The apparatus of claim 2, further comprising: 

a first bus arbitration line connected to the first and second local arbitrators and 
associated with tlie first processor over which the first processor can assert a signal indicating 
a request for mastership of the bus; and 

a second bus arbitration line connected to the first and second local arbitrators and 
20 associated with the second processor over which the second processor can assert a signal 
indicating a request for mastership of the bus. 

4. The apparatus of claim 3, wherein the first arbitrator is internal to the first local 
processor; and wherein the second local arbitrator is internal to the second processor. 

25 

5. The apparatus of claim 1, further comprising multiple additional processors and 
multiple additional local arbitrators, all interconnected by bus arbitration lines. 

6. The apparatus of claim 1 , further comprising: 
30 a host, 

a local host arbitrator associated with tlie host and configured to arbitrate mastership 
of the bus between the host, first processor and second processor. 
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7. The apparatus of claim 3. further comprising: 

at least one priority access line connected to the first and second local arbitrators and 
not associated with the first or second processor, wherein assertion of a signal on the priority 
access line results in at least one of a higher priority to the processor asserting the signal on 
5 the priority access line in an arbitration between the first and second processors, and a 
temporary disruption in mastership of the bus by the processor asserting the signal on the 
priority access line over a processor not asserting the signal on the priority' access line. 

8. The apparatus of claim 3. further comprising: 

10 a backoff line connected to the first and second local ai bitrators for remediating a 

deadlock condition on the bus. 

9. An apparatus, comprising: 
a bus; 

1 5 a first processor connected to the bus; 

a second processor connected to the bus; 
a memory, 

a first local memory refresh controller associated with the first processor and 
configured to control refresh operations of the memory; 
20 a second local memory refresh controller associated with the second processor and 

configured to control refiresh operations of the memory: and 

a refresh line connected to the first local memory refi-esh controller and the second 
local memory refresh controller over which refresh signals can be received by both the first 
local memory refresh contVoller and the second local memory refresh controller. 

25 

10. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the first and second local memory refi-esh 
controllers are of common configuration. 



1 1 . The apparatus of claim 10, wherein the first and second local memory refresh 
30 controllers operate synchronously. 
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12. Tlie apparatus of claim 9. wherein each of the first and second local memory 
refresh controllers comprises a dedicated input pin. a refresh counter and a reset. 

13. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the memory is a DRAM, and wherein the first 
5 and second local memor>' refresh controllers are local DRAM refresh controller. 

14. A method of arbitrating mastership of a bus, comprising: 

providing a first processor having a first local arbitrator and a second processor 
having a second local arbitrator of common configuration to the first local arbitrator; 
10 asserting, a first signal indicative of a first request for mastership of the bus on a first . 

bus request line associated with the first processor; 

asserting, a second signal indicative of a second request for mastership of the bus on a 
second bus request line associated with the second processor; 

sensing the first and second signals by the first and second local arbitrators: 
1 5 determining mastership of the bus by the first local arbitrator; 

determining mastership of the bus by the second local arbitrator; and 

granting mastership of the bus to one of the first and second processors without 
requiring results of determined mastership to be communicated between the processors, 

20 15. The method of claim 14. wherein mastership is determined simultaneously by the 

first local arbitrator and the second local arbitrator. 

1 6. The method of claim 1 4, further comprising: 

asserting, by a first processor, a signal indicative of a priority request; 
25 sensing, by the second arbitrator, the signal indicative of the priority request; and 

de-asserting, by the second processor, the second signal. 

1 7. A method, comprising: 

asserting over a first bus request line a first request for mastership of a bus by a first 
processor; 

30 asserting over a second bus request line a second request for mastership of the bus by 

a second processor; 
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monitoring by a firsi local arbitrator associated with the first processor the first and 
second bus request lines; 

monitoring by a second local arbitrator associated with the second processor the first 
and second bus request lines; 
5 determining by the first arbitrator that the second processor is to become the next bus 

master; 

determining by the second arbitrator that the second processor is to become the next 
bus master; and 

granting mastership of the bus to the second processor without communicating to the 
10 first processor that the first processor will not become the bus master. 
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